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Abstract

This thesis explores a conceptual understanding of the body as an economy of “energy”.
It examines the range of real and imaginary practices that this understanding inspired, and
the ways in which bodily energy was defined, discussed and culturally represented in
Britain and the US across the period 1870-1925. Drawing selectively on a wide range of
primary sources — scientific writing, popular science periodicals, newspaper
commentaries, literary fiction and silent film — it identifies pervasive preoccupations with
corporeal functionality and vitality, and considers these in relation to key social, cultural
and economic changes. Employing a cultural materialist approach, and including
marginal texts and little-studied archival materials in its enquiry, this study integrates
cultural and scientific forms to illuminate the ways in which literary and filmic texts
intersected with medical and commercial designs for the ideal body of late nineteenth-

and early twentieth- century capitalism: energized, productive, appetitive and youthful.

Prevailing critical approaches both in the history of medicine and in literary
studies of this period have predominantly been defined by an interest in narratives of
“degeneration”. This thesis identifies discourses surrounding the regulation, restoration
and rejuvenation of bodily energy as projects of corporeal “regeneration”, and scrutinizes
the ideological and creative characteristics of the materials in which they were expressed.
Part I considers discussions and representations of fatigue, neurasthenia and idleness as
categories of “arrested” energy, alongside interventionist strategies such as electrotherapy
and Taylorism, which sought to liberate the body’s productive potential. Part II examines
the discursive formation of old age as a state of “expended” energy, together with
corresponding interests in the medical and cultural possibilities of “rejuvenation”: the

restoration of the body’s youthful vigour.

This interdisciplinary approach, combining elements from the History of
Medicine, Labour History, Cultural Studies, Literary Studies and Film Studies, facilitates
distinct contributions to each of these areas. In addition, synthesizing materials from each
field sheds new light on an expansive network of interlinked and mutually-illuminating
discourses relating to bodily energy, the full extent of which has, until now, been largely

obscured by a more conventional scholarly adherence to disciplinary boundaries.
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Vital Forms Introduction

Introduction

Writing in the monthly magazine The Century in 1900, the high-profile and influential
Serbian-American engineer Nikola Tesla addressed “The Problem of Increasing Human
Energy”.! Applying the laws of mass and force to the human body, Tesla observed that the
mass of the body — its quantity of matter measured under a given force — is “constantly
exchanged, new taking the place of old”. Man “grows, propagates, and dies”, he added, and
in doing so, alters his own mass “both in bulk and density”. This dynamic, mutable state of
being operated according to the agency of each individual. Every person, he argued, is
capable of “increasing or diminishing his velocity of movement by the mysterious power he
possesses of appropriating more or less energy from other substance, and turning it into
motive energy”. “The great problem of science”, he posited, “is, and always will be, to

increase the energy thus defined” (177).

Tesla rooted his argument in a conception of the human body as an entity governed
by the principles of energy conversion and entropy. The First Law of Thermodynamics,
elaborated by physicists in the 1840s, stated that the total quantity of energy in the universe
remains constant: energy can change form, but the total amount of energy neither increases
nor decreases. The Second Law of Thermodynamics, formulated two decades later, stated
that during this process of conversion, a proportion of energy dissipates into an unusable
form.? This dialectic between energy and entropy seemed to represent competing visions of
modern civilization: the innate power and potential of all physical and biological phenomena
on the one hand, and the inevitability of abatement and decline on the other. In mapping the
physical laws of thermodynamics onto the physiology of the human body, Tesla’s article
encapsulated this contradiction. Across the life course, from birth to death, the body’s mass
diminished, and its motive energy tended towards depletion. Interventions could, however,
be made to conserve and restore that energy. “Viewed generally”, Tesla wrote, “there are

obviously two ways of increasing the mass of mankind: first, by aiding and maintaining

! Tesla’s article represents one of the rare uses of the term “Human Energy” which has not been extensively
employed or coherently defined. Elsewhere, the French philosopher Pierre Teilhard has defined it as “the sum
total of physico-chemical energies either simply incorporated in or at a higher degree of assimilation
cerebralized in, the human planetary mass at a given moment; the mass in question being considered in its
linked totality, not only of its biological constituents, but also of its artificially constructed mechanisms.” See
Teilhard, Activation of Human Energy, Harvest Books, 1976, p. 387.

2 For background on these formulations and more on nineteenth-century energy science, see Crosbie Smith,
The Science of Energy. A Cultural History of Energy Physics in Victorian Britain, University of Chicago Press,
1998.

11



Vital Forms Introduction

those forces and conditions which tend to increase it; and second, by opposing and reducing
those which tend to diminish it” (178). Tesla conceptualized human energy as a power
possessed and exercised by an individual body, citing specific substances, and specific
practices, which he believed had the potential to inhibit or increase it. Stimulants such as
alcohol, caffeine, and nicotine, for example, were “negative” or “frictional” forces “retarding
the human mass” (188). Conversely, physical activity (linked to gainful employment),
marriage and reproduction played an important part in replenishing the body’s vital forces.
Where energy possessed by an individual body was lacking, external energizing forces — for
example electricity, chemical energy in food, and the radiant energy of the sun — could be

absorbed and harnessed.

b

I open with Tesla’s conceptualization of “human energy” as one illustrative
example of the kinds of discussions surrounding the energy of the body that were in
circulation at the turn of the twentieth century. And while new scientific interest focused on
bodily energy as a physiological force (as exemplified by Tesla), political and economic
discourse also converged on the body’s functional potential. Discussions of “energy” were
central to these debates, together with those surrounding the closely related term “vitality”.
In 1909, the American economist Irving Fisher published his Report on National Vitality,
the object of which was “to review briefly the condition of American vitality, contrasted
with the vitality of other nations, to show the extent to which it may be increased; and to
point out the value of such an increase in years of life, enjoyment of life, and economic
earnings” (14). Where Tesla had drawn on the principles of thermodynamics to underscore
the importance of managing the body’s energies productively, Fisher emphasized the
possibilities afforded by medical science in regulating the energies of the nation from youth
into old age. Identifying “evidences of a world-wide awakening to the importance of
improving human vitality” (14), he explored a range of approaches to this end, from public
and personal hygiene practices to the length of the working day, to the emerging science of

eugenics.’

3 The nineteenth century saw the emergence of modern eugenics. In 1904, Francis Galton defined eugenics
as “the science which deals with all influences that improve the inborn qualities of a race; also with those that
develop them to the utmost advantage”. See “Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope, and Aims”, The American
Journal of Sociology, vol. X, no.1, July 1904, pp.1-25 (p.1). Though the eugenics movement extended across
the period covered by my study in both Britain and the US, my primary focus is on the “regeneration” of
existing bodies, as opposed to the biological engineering of a future race. For more on the study and practice
of eugenics at this time, see Daniel J. Kelves, In The Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human
Heredity, Harvard UP, 1995.
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Vital Forms Introduction

These scientific and socio-economic discussions surrounding bodily energy had
their counterparts in broader cultural discourse. During the period covered by this study, a
healthy body was defined as one which displayed energy, vitality, dynamism and a robust
capacity for work of all kinds. In newspapers and magazines, scientists and physicians
identified the hallmarks of physiological inefficiency and decline, from fatigue and nervous
exhaustion to impotence and ageing. Drawing on new forms of specialist knowledge in the
emerging fields of psychology, endocrinology and gerontology, they suggested new
treatments and products for corporeal re-energization. Social commentators expressed hopes
and fears concerning the collective energies of the industrial workforce, and their
contribution to the economic and racial superiority of western nations. Articles along these
lines often appeared alongside advertisements for medical commodities marketed to boost
depleted energies and restore youthful vitality. In addition, fiction writers and filmmakers
offered their own take on these practices and ideas. Short stories and novels — more widely
available than ever before with the expansion of the publishing industry — told tales of old
or exhausted bodies revitalized by innovative means. From the turn of the century onwards,
the new medium of cinema also took up these themes, fully exploiting film’s capacity for
visual spectacle and conceptual fantasy as it did so. These diverse sources and agents from
across the scientific, economic and cultural spheres shared the same concern with the human
body as the site of latent or depleted energies, which, once released or restored, would enact

individual and collective renewal.

The project

This thesis explores the so-called “energy” of the human body, and the range of ways in
which this energy was discussed, narrated and represented in Britain and the US across the
period 1870-1925. Drawing on a broad range of primary materials, including scientific
writing, popular science periodicals, newspaper articles, literary fiction and silent film, this
study demonstrates the value of an interdisciplinary, cultural materialist approach in
expanding critical understanding of scientific, economic and cultural designs for the
normative modern body. I define the “normative modern body” in this context in line with
dominant modes of discussing the body throughout this period: one which was energized,

productive, appetitive and youthful.

There was a wide-ranging and diversely expressed interest in the vitality of the body
and its vital energies during this period, closely related to a preoccupation with the efficiency
of its functions. What contextual factors explain this dual fixation? In what ways did
scientists, journalists, fiction writers, filmmakers and their audiences understand and

13



Vital Forms Introduction

creatively envisage bodily energy? How did discussions and representations of bodily energy
converge and diverge across medical and cultural materials, in accordance with the
specificities of the media in which they were expressed? To what extent did medical
discourses co-operate with economic, political and commercial designs for the body? And
how might an understanding of the meanings and practices associated with bodily energy in
this historical period inform critical perspectives on contemporary medicine, society and

culture? These are the research questions that underpin my enquiry.

Interest in the energies of the human body pre-dates the era covered by this study.*
However, this was a period in which the discussion about physical vitality — from the ancient
philosophical doctrine of vitalism to long-standing social and cultural concerns with
longevity and senescence — was itself re-vitalized, finding new forms of expression. The
years 1870-1925 thus represent a transformative juncture in the history of conceptualizing
the body. Existing scholarship focusing on the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
across various disciplines has paid particular attention to fears surrounding the dissipation
or curtailment of human capacity in discourses on degeneration, atavism and fears of race
suicide (Chamberlin and Gilman; Maik; Pick; Soloway). However, fewer studies have
examined the ways in which these anxieties about biological, moral and racial decline were
counterbalanced by a more optimistic interest in the physical potential of the human body,
and in projects of corporeal “regeneration” through which this potential might be achieved.
This thesis departs from current scholarship by examining discourses commonly associated
with bodily degeneration and decline (fatigue, neurasthenia, idleness, ageing), alongside
selected interventionist strategies of corporeal regeneration (electrotherapy, Taylorism, anti-
ageing “rejuvenation” treatments). Until now, these topics have, for the main part, been
considered separately, as distinct practices and discourses which are the province of a
particular discipline. This study emphasizes instead their united conceptualization of the
human body as a mutable, malleable entity capable of extraordinary material transformations
in either direction. By foregrounding the topic of bodily energy and employing an
interdisciplinary approach in analyzing it, it makes an original contribution to knowledge
that 1s of relevance to a number of fields, including the history of medicine, labour history,

ageing studies, cultural studies, literary studies and film studies. Finally, it situates its late-

* Robert Hockey notes that whist the use of the term energy in connection with human energy dates back
“at least to the Enlightenment, reflecting the newly emerging conceptions of the mechanical nature of living
organisms by Descartes and others”, from the 1860s onwards it took on a new meaning, gradually incorporating
expressions giving the sense of “a limited supply”. See Hockey, The Psychology of Fatigue: Work, Effort and
Control, Cambridge UP, 2013, p. 43.
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nineteenth and early-twentieth-century analyses in relation to pressing contemporary debates

surrounding labour productivity and “healthy” ageing.

The meanings of “energy” as pursued here

In her introduction to the special issue of Nineteenth Century Contexts: An Interdisciplinary
Journal on the topic of “Nineteenth-Century Energies”, Lynn Voskuil observes that “the
idea of energy in the nineteenth century was indeed protean because scientists, engineers,
and ordinary people used it in varying ways that both competed and overlapped” (390).
Voskuil emphasizes the “widespread adaptability” of nineteenth-century concepts of energy
— the remarkable readiness with which these concepts “moved from scientific domains to
social and aesthetic ones — and back again” (391). The climate of speculation Voskuil
describes was further compounded by the lack of clear distinction between the literal and
metaphorical senses of the word; energy as external phenomenon (e.g. electricity), as
physical force (i.e. kinetic movement), and as a human or bodily property (i.e. individual
mental or physical powers). Discourses of energy were pervasive, but often indeterminate,
conceptualized in varying ways according to the criteria and characteristics of the particular
contexts in which they operated. Bodily energy might, then, have referred to an individual’s
capacity for work in terms of both physical ability and moral proclivity (the latter inviting
questions of willpower and motivation). At the same time, it could also denote a more
general sense of vitality, vigour or verve, both as a condition of health and as a personal

attribute.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the body was defined in both philosophy and
medicine as a closed system of energies. According to this model, physical and mental
energies, allocated to an individual in greater or lesser quantities at birth, circulated
internally: the energies of the body could be expended, but they could not be replenished
from external forces. This notion was embedded in the concept of vis nervosa, defined by
the Czech-Austrian physiologist Georg Prochaska in 1851 as an elemental form of latent
energy through which “the animal body becomes capable of functions which cannot be
explained either by the mechanical and physical laws of motion, or by the laws of the animal-
sentient forces” (188). The force of the vis nervosa varied according to a range of factors,
including age, sex, climate and disease (Reynolds 1711). The concept of the vis nervosa

corresponded with the doctrine of vitalism, which accounted for the “origin and phenomena
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of life” that was “due to or produced by a non-material ‘vital’ principle, as distinct from a

purely chemical or physical force” (“vitalism, n.”).’

By the later decades of the nineteenth century, the consensus on vitalism was
increasingly challenged. But the idea of the body’s vital force persisted in the medical and
cultural imagination. An understanding of the body as the seat of vital energies expended
through activity and growth offered a useful metaphor through which both physician and
patient could frame the condition of the human form across the life course. Those whose
physical capacity was compromised through fatigue or nervous exhaustion could view
themselves as energy-deficient. In the same way, those individuals approaching middle age
or old age were able to understand the physical changes they experienced as a process of
energy expenditure. This perspective on the body as a “closed” system of limited energies
however, did not preclude the possibility that the human form could be re-energized through
medical, technological or social engineering. The metaphor of the human body as an
economy of energy provided both an intelligible explanation for its impaired capacity, whilst

at the same time offering the pretext for new restorative solutions.

Primary Materials

The expansion of digital archives in recent years has enabled me to consult a breadth of
materials which reveal the diversity of discussions and debates on the meanings of bodily
energy in my period of interest. When researching contemporary medical, scientific and
economic texts, Archive.org has proved to be an invaluable resource. The British Newspaper
Archive and the Library of Congress’s “Chronicling America: Historic American
Newspapers” collection have provided useful details surrounding the reception of particular
medical developments and cultural narratives.® In considering film exhibition and
distribution practices and fan magazines, I have made extensive use of the Media History

Digital Library.” I have also sought out little-studied and neglected materials at a range of

5 Vitalism has a long history in medical philosophy dating back to Ancient Egyptian and Greek thought, but
attracted renewed interest among eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century biologists, who sought to
investigate whether living organisms possess a life-energy for which physical laws cannot fully account. For a
study of definitions and typologies of vitalism in the context of nineteenth-century science see E. Benton,
“Vitalism in Nineteenth-Century Thought: A Typology and Reassessment”, Studies in History and Philosophy
of Science, vol. 5, no.1, May 1974, pp. 17-48.

¢ See The British  Newspaper  Archive, Findmypast/The British  Library, 2016,
britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk, and Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers, Library of
Congress, chroniclingamerica.loc.gov.

7 See Media History Digital Library: A Resource for Film, TV and Radio History, led by David Pierce and
Eric Hoyt, mediahistoryproject.org.
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archival sites, including: the British Library, the Wellcome Library, the National Film
Archive, London, and the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. My aim has been to bring
histories and perspectives from Britain and the US into dialogue with one another, whilst

also retaining a sense of their social and cultural specificities.

The primary materials I analyze in this thesis can be broadly categorized in two
groups: popular print culture (comprising newspapers, mass-market magazines and
periodicals, novels, and advertising), and silent film. Although, as I later demonstrate, these
forms did not exist in isolation from each other, since I draw so frequently on these two types
of materials in the chapters that follow, here I consider the distinctive historical and material

contexts pertaining to each.

Popular Print Culture

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a new popular print culture emerged.®
The development of industrial infrastructure in printing and distribution, together with rising
literacy rates, generated a new mass market in the printed word. More than four hundred and
twenty newspaper companies were formed in Britain from the 1850s onwards, including
metropolitan and provincial titles, weeklies and dailies (Baylen 34). In the 1880s, newspaper
circulation in the US more than doubled (Zboray and Zboray 29-30). Cheaper prices
facilitated a greater market reach across a wide-ranging demographic, and this expansion
also generated increased appetite for new and varied content. On both sides of the Atlantic,
the newspaper came to occupy a new position at the forefront of national life, registering and
expressing the climate of current thought and opinion on topics of the day across a wide

spectrum.

At the same time, mass-market magazines and periodicals proliferated, offering

both a format and content that was newly accessible to a broad demographic.” This thesis

8 Here, and throughout this thesis, I adopt Christine Bold’s definition of popular print culture as “the
plethora of affordable and accessible forms as they entered the everyday lives of large swathes of the
population, accompanied by the contested values, shifting power dynamics, and socio-economic upheavals of
industrializing America”, whilst also applying this definition to the British context. See Bold, Introduction, The
Oxford History of Popular Print Culture, Vol.6: US Popular Print Culture 1860-1920, edited by Bold, Oxford
UP, 2012, pp. 1-19 (p. 4).

% Alan Nourie defines “mass-market” magazines as titles which appealed “to fairly large populations within
the much larger population...all capable of achieving circulations of more than 100,000 and many of more than
a million”. See Introduction, American Mass-Market Magazines, edited by Alan Nourie and Barbara Nourie,
Greenwood Press, 1990, pp. vii-x (vii). For analysis of the growth of periodical publishing in Britain, see
Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reader: A Social History of the Mass Reading Public, 1800-1900, 2™
Ed., Chicago UP, 1957, pp. 318-64.
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considers articles and commentaries from a range of magazines and periodicals that emerged
with these changes. Leading national publications in the US such as Scribner’s Monthly
(1870-1881, becoming The Century 1881-1929) and the Atlantic Monthly (founded 1857),
covered literature, science and travel. The mid-priced monthly McClure’s, founded in 1893,
also had wide-appeal — by 1896, it enjoyed circulation figures of 250,000, placing it ahead
of all other American magazines in terms of popularity and advertising patronage (Chlebek
248).!% In Britain, serialized fiction and short stories appeared in the likes of The Strand
(founded 1891) which became the country’s foremost general interest and popular interest
monthly magazine (Ashley, “The Strand Magazine”). In both Britain and the US, circulating
libraries and subscription schemes, dime novels, and cheap reprints offered more access to
paperback novels than ever before (Bold, “Introduction” 9; Cushman Schurman). This was
the era of the bestseller: popular writers such as Marie Corelli (whose work I consider in
Chapter Six) qualified for this category by selling hundreds of thousands of copies of their
books (Morisson 134).!!

The growth in commercial publishing throughout the nineteenth century, in
combination with increased literacy rates, led to a new popular interest in areas of knowledge
which had previously been more specialized. This is particularly apparent in the circulation
of scientific and medical discourses across the wider public sphere. It was an era in which
physicians engaged with non-specialist audiences in diverse settings, performing
demonstrations and lectures on scientific topics, and contributing to a range of magazines,
journals and newspapers. The reach and readership of these publications was substantial. In
the US, general interest science magazines such as Scientific American (founded 1845) and
Popular Science Monthly (founded 1872) enjoyed enormous popularity informed by the
growth of science education in US schools (Hinnant and Hudson 126).!? “The work of

creating science has been organized for centuries...the work of diffusing science is clearly

10 Entries in Nourie and Nourie’s volume cover a number of these magazines. See, for example, James
Hart’s entry on Harper’s Magazine, pp. 149-52 and Jean M. Parker’s overview of Atlantic Monthly, pp. 32-39.
For details of Scribner’s Monthly/The Century Magazine, see Frank Luther Mott, A History of American
Magazines, Vol. 3: 1865-1885, Harvard UP, 1957, pp. 457-480.

1 For a statistical survey of growth in the British book industry across the period, see Simon Eliot, “Some
Trends in British Book Production, 1800-1919”, Literature in the Marketplace: Nineteenth-Century British
Publishing & Reading Practices, edited by John O. Jordan and Robert L. Patten, Cambridge UP, 1995, pp.19-
43.

12 For the publication history of Scientific American see Frank Luther Mott, A History of American
Magazines, Vol. 2: 1850-1865, Harvard UP, 1957, pp. 316-324. On Popular Science Monthly, see Priscilla
Matthews’ entry in Nourie and Nourie, pp. 385-399.
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the next great task of civilization”, Popular Science Monthly editor Edward Livingston
Youmans announced in the magazine’s first issue in 1872 (114). Early issues incorporated
articles from English periodicals, together with extended discussion of scientific topics in
the news. The writers featured in the pages of the magazine were from diverse backgrounds,
professions and perspectives: articles and commentaries from chemists, biologists, and
physicians appeared alongside those written by social reformers, clergymen, philosophers

and psychologists whose affiliations and qualifications were not always clear.

In Britain, articles on scientific developments appeared alongside fiction and
political commentary in the pages of non-specialist publications such as Cornhill Magazine
(founded 1860), Chambers’s Journal of Popular Literature, Science, and Arts (founded
1832 as Chamber’s Edinburgh Journal) and the [llustrated London News (founded 1842).
In such bricolage formats, the boundaries between “scientific” discourse and other forms of
knowledge were permeable: public understanding of new scientific, technological and
medical ideas was culturally mediated.13 Yet, despite this fluidity, as G. Dawson, Noakes
and Topham have noted, “historians of science still often use periodicals as relatively
transparent records of the opinions either of the authors of individual articles or of particular
publics, rather than considering periodicals as objects in themselves” Meanwhile,
“periodical historians have tended not to examine “the interpenetration of scientific and other

forms of discourse” in these cultural forms (25).

In paying particular attention to British periodicals and general interest magazines
as “sites of controversy and interchange, and their role in processes of literary replication”
in relation to science (26), Dawson et al. are part of a wider group of scholars who have
begun to explore the intersections of science and culture in the category of “popular science”.
Critics such as Secord and Topham (“Focus”) have highlighted the ways in which
historically, academic use of the terms “popularization” and “popular science” has often
presupposed scientists to be the primary agents of knowledge production and dissemination,
and non-specialists to be the passive recipients of this. Most criticism and scholarship on the

encounters between scientific and cultural forms now conceives this relationship as one of

13 See Dawson et al., Introduction, Science in the Nineteenth-Century Periodical: Reading the Magazine of
Nature, edited by Geoffrey Cantor et al., Cambridge UP, 2004, pp. 1-34 (p. 2 and p. 6). This book builds on
the works of the SciPer project (1999-2007). Jointly-funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Board
(AHRB), the Leverhulme Trust, the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulation Agency (MHRA) and the
University of Leeds, the project explored the popular dissemination of science in the nineteenth century through
the medium of periodicals designed for a general readership published between 1800 and 1900. See “Science
in the Nineteenth-Century Periodical’, HRI Digital, The University of Sheffield, 2013,
hridigital.shef.ac.uk/sciper/.
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reciprocity and exchange, as opposed to unidirectional influence (see, for example, Cooter

and Pumfrey; Beer, “Open Fields”; G. Dawson).

For the purposes of this study, I adopt O’Connor’s perspective on popular science
as “a heterogeneous network of cultural exchanges and feedback loops between different
social groups” surrounding scientific and medical ideas and practices (336), together with
Daum’s emphasis on popularization as a process of knowledge-making incorporating a
“plurality...of producers, audiences and public sites” with “reciprocal and changing roles
which may overlap” (322). The increased visibility and new accessibility of scientific and
medical ideas in Britain and the US was not confined to the pages of popular scientific
treatises, magazines and newspaper articles. It was also evident at a range of cultural sites.
The discursive links between science and culture throughout this period were, as Andrew
Mangham has observed, “fluid and inspired” (289). From general interest science periodicals
to cheap paperback novels, through comic fiction films, patent advertisements and arcade
machines, this thesis demonstrates the diverse contexts in which readers, cinema-goers and

consumers encountered the mechanisms of scientific popularization in their everyday lives.

Where late nineteenth-century scientific and medical ideas intersected with new
forms of cultural production, a new popular genre emerged: science fiction. Martin Willis
has pointed out that scholars have typically identified the beginnings of the science fiction
genre in the mid-1920s, when the term itself emerged as a descriptive category,'* and in so
doing, have neglected the importance of nineteenth-century texts (Mesmerists 14).° In his
book Mesmerists, Monsters and Machines: Science Fiction and the Cultures of Science in
the Nineteenth Century, Willis articulates the limitations of the science fiction genre to date
in addressing the complexity of encounters between scientific and cultural forms. Literary
scholars, he notes, often fail to engage substantively with the scientific contexts of the
fictions they examine. In too many instances, “the importance of science has been relegated

to that of a checklist against which the critic can check the correctness of a fiction writer’s

14 The common abbreviation ‘SF’ was coined in the 1950s, as the genre grew. See Roger Luckhurst, Science
Fiction, Polity Press, 2005, p. 1.

15 Adam Roberts’ The History of Science Fiction (Palgrave, 2007) offers a chronological overview of the
genre from ancient novel to twenty-first century. Like Luckhurst’s Science Fiction, it admits a narrow criterion
for thematic inclusions. Both titles confine coverage of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to one
or two chapters only, focusing predominantly on developments from the mid-twentieth century. The majority
of examples given are literary, with some discussion of film, though not from the silent era. For more on the
politics of science fiction criticism, see Farah Mendlesohn, “Science Fiction in the Academies of History and
Literature; or, History and the Use of Science Fiction” in Science Fiction, Canonization, Marginalization, and
the Academy, edited by Gary Westfahl and George Slusser, Greenwood Press, 2002, pp. 119-26.
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knowledge of scientific fact” (12). Willis’s insistence on “a continuously cyclical process of
influence and self-reflection within scientific, social and cultural disciplines” underpins his
analyses of canonical literary science fiction narratives from the nineteenth century. He
offers his book as both a contribution, and invitation, to a more equally balanced
interdisciplinary approach: one which demonstrates “how readings of science fiction texts
benefit from extended exposure to the specific scientific histories that were so important in

their making” (236, 2).

In accordance with Willis’s methodological call in this area, this thesis offers
historicist analyses of a number of literary science fictions from the late nineteenth century
which engaged with the topic of bodily energy. As a field of scholarship, science fiction
must often defend itself against accusations that its primary materials are of little “literary,
social, and intellectual merit” (Willis, Mesmerists 12). Researchers working on science
fiction in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have therefore tended to focus
attention upon canonical writers, offering re-readings of familiar texts or new readings of
their lesser-known works to gain critical traction. My own focus on marginal texts by high-
profile writers such as Edward Bulwer Lytton and Jack London, follows in this vein.
However, in addition, | have also selected works by neglected or unknown writers including
Marie Corelli and Gertrude Atherton, together with fictions by otherwise-obscure authors
published in little-studied mass-market literary magazines. What these speculative fictions
may lack in literary merit, they more than compensate for in imaginative creativity and

cultural significance.

The expansion of popular print culture from the late nineteenth century onwards
also facilitated the growth of advertising. In Britain, the removal of taxes on advertising in
the mid-century licensed advertising agents to promote goods and services through new
channels.!® Advertising became an organized and flourishing industry, with its own trade
journals advising on new strategies and approaches.!” Newspaper titles became increasingly
dependent on sales and advertising revenue: by 1900, advertising represented half of US
mainstream newspapers’ income (Schudson 93), whilst in Britain, patent medicine

advertisements underwrote a large number of periodicals (Richards 177). Within the new

' The Advertisement Tax was abolished in 1853, and the Stamp Duty in 1855. For further details on the
mid-century campaign against press taxes, see Martin Hewitt, The Dawn of the Cheap Press in Victorian
Britain: The End of the ‘Taxes on Knowledge’, 1849-1869, Bloomsbury, 2013.

17" See, for example, Advertising (1891-1914), Advertiser’s Review (1899-1904), Advertising World (1901-
1940).
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commodity culture, the medical marketplace was booming, as newspapers and magazines
became repositories for lavish and loosely-regulated health advertising claims. From the
1880s onwards, advertising forms took a visual turn. New printing technologies led to the
inclusion of halftone images in magazines and advertising and the launch of new pictorial
publications.'® Advertisers mobilized the persuasive power of spectacle to illustrate and
animate a new world of material possibilities. Advertisements from this period thus bear the
material traces of “an organized system of commercial information and persuasion” which,
according to Raymond Williams, emerged between 1880 and 1930 as part of “the modern
distributive system of conditions of large-scale capitalism” (Culture 201). Across these
years, sites and strategies for consumption grew exponentially, inviting the spectator-
consumer to invest in the promise of personal transformation in commodity form. My
analyses of advertisements from this period draw on examples from a number of these sites
— the literary periodical, the mail-order catalogue, the cinema lobby display — and I approach

each one as both the index and instrument of an aggrandizing consumerist discourse.

Silent Film

In 1895, the Lumicre brothers staged the first public showing of projected images in the
basement of a Paris café. The event heralded the birth of a new medium. Cinema emerged
from a network of practices and media which together comprised early popular visual
culture. Yet it also represented a distinctive visual language, and registered a particular

interest in the gestures and movements of the human body.

Medical and cultural histories of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries
alike have tended to prioritize literary texts ahead of filmic ones. This is perhaps unsurprising
given the particular challenges associated with research into silent film. Anecdotal estimates
of survival rates for films produced during the silent era (1895-1927) range between 10%
and 30%. Evidence-based reports are less common, and where they exist, offer only a partial
picture, though the figures largely support this general impression. For example, a survey
commissioned by the Library of Congress in 2013 concluded that just 14% of American
feature films from the period 1912-1929 survive as complete 35mm copies, with a further
11% extant in other editions or formats, such as foreign-release versions or 16mm prints

(Pierce 21). Furthermore, surviving prints do not necessarily exist in the national archives of

18 The first British pictorial daily, the Evening Illustrated Daily, launched in this decade. See J. O. Baylen,
“The British Press, 1861-1918” in Encyclopaedia of the British Press, 1422-1992, edited by Dennis Griffiths,
Macmillan, 1992, pp. 33-46 (p. 38).
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the countries which originally produced them, and are often stored or restored (where this is
the case) by foreign libraries, studios and archives.!” An unknown number of titles also

survive in private collections, where accessibility is even more problematic.

These difficulties notwithstanding, silent film commands scholarly attention within
this study for a number of reasons. The first of these is the close relationship between motion
pictures and other forms of popular culture which grew and diversified across the first two
decades of the twentieth century. Joe Kember has described early filmmakers, exhibitors and
audiences as “sophisticated interpreters of an immense textual, intertextual and contextual
range of information” (Marketing 4). In its earliest years, cinema presupposed a familiarity
on the part of the viewer with a variety of other cultural referents and narratives, including
local, national and international stories and events. Secondly, and relatedly, the capacity of
the medium to assimilate and reproduce such discourses was facilitated by cinema’s
internationalism. Silent film distribution networks operated a fluid traffic across the US,
Europe and beyond. Figures based on Britain’s Bioscope Annual & Trades Directory for
1910-1911 cite a host of foreign film-makers with offices or agents in Britain by this time,
including major US producers Biograph, Edison, Essanay, Lubin, Luz, Selig and Vitagraph
(Low 2: 56-57). Films produced in France also enjoyed a strong market share across Britain
and the US in cinema’s first two decades. French filmmakers Georges Méli¢s and Gaumont
had offices in London (Low and Manvell 21) and Pathé-Fréres opened sales offices in
England, North America, Germany, Japan and South America. In fact, by October 1906,
Path¢ accounted for over a third of the total films shown on American cinema screens, and
by 1909, supplied more than a half of the large quantity of French releases in Britain (Musser,
Emergence 488; Low 2: 4)2° Although the distribution landscape would shift in the
subsequent years of the silent era, films from Europe and the US would continue to register

and re-express shared thematic and topical concerns in lively and creative ways.

Early cinema’s close reliance on existing cultural referents, then, together with its
international distribution structure and its ontological interest in imaginative fantasy and
visual illusion, recommend it as an influential and important medium within this study.

Cinema enacted a series of uniquely transformative encounters with contemporary

1 For a detailed summary of surviving film elements for American feature films produced between 1913
and 1929, see David Pierce, The Survival of American Silent Feature Films: 1912-1929, Council on Library
and Information Resources and The Library of Congress, 2013, pp. 37-54.

20 Richard Abel examines the dominance of the Pathé company’s output on the American market during
the nickelodeon era in The Red Rooster Scare: Making Cinema American, 1900-1910, University of California
Press, 1999.
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discourses of bodily energy. On the one hand, films sought to reflect and reinforce
conventional values and institutionally imposed norms. Kember, for example, has suggested
that the prevalence of stock characters and comic typage in early cinema functioned to
“playfully reinforce prevalent social constructions of gender, race, age and class identity”
(Marketing 156-57). On the other hand, there is a real sense in which cinema provided a
discursive space for filmmakers and their audiences to work through the seismic economic,
social, cultural and experiential changes we have come to associate with modernity. Thus,
although a number of the films in this thesis circulated and reinforced dominant medical,
social and economic discourses surrounding bodily energy, others functioned as a means by
which spectators could recognize their ubiquity and, on occasion, their absurdity.

Sometimes, these processes of reinforcement and detachment occurred within the same film.

Early cinema scholarship has not reached a consensus in periodizing the
developmental stages of the medium. Nonetheless, the majority of scholars now agree that
the history of the silent era — the period between the Lumicres’ 1895 event and the release
of the first feature-length motion picture with synchronized dialogue in 1927 — is marked by
a series of significant changes in production, distribution, exhibition and representational
practices. Any account of commercial and creative innovation in silent film should therefore
seek to resist homogenization of this complex history. Thus, the period ¢.1895-1906 is
generally recognized as the “pioneering era”, during which time the dominant aesthetic mode
was the “cinema of attraction” (Gunning 1986) and films were typically shown as part of a
varied program of entertainments at a range of venues, including fairgrounds, lectures,
vaudeville theatres, local churches and music halls. A combination of factors then led to
changes in exhibition and distribution practices mid-way through the first decade of the
twentieth century. Between 1905 and 1906, specialized storefront exhibition spaces for films
named “nickelodeons” began to multiply in the US.?! In Britain, the moving pictures enjoyed
a corresponding popularity boost around the same time, with the growth of “picture palaces”,
“electric theatres” and “bioscope theatres”. The film historian Charlie Keil has defined the
developmental phase in film-making between 1907 and 1913 as the “transitional” era, during
which changes in distribution and exhibition were also accompanied by the evolution of

editing practices. Thus, the gradual increase in the length of many films from one reel to two

2 Various contemporary and historical estimates for the number of nickelodeons that sprung up across
America during the period range between 2,500 and 8,000 by 1908. See Eileen Bowser, The Transformation
of Cinema 1907-1915, University of California Press, 1994, pp. 4, 6.
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reels, and eventually to multi-reel or “feature” films corresponded with the cultivation of

more complex narratives.

The films I include throughout this thesis are drawn from a range of sources and
locations, though all found audiences either in North America or Britain, or both.?> A small
number can be viewed online through platforms such as YouTube under Creative Commons
licences, or can be purchased on commercially available DVDs. A larger number have not
been digitized, and are held in the archives of the National Film Archive in London, the
Library of Congress in Washington D.C. and Gaumont Path¢ in Paris. It is my hope that this
work of scholarship, together with any future studies that may lead from it, might facilitate
further critical interest in, and increased access to, these forgotten and little-studied archival
film materials. [ analyze archival prints in their complete form wherever possible. However,
where no surviving print has been identified, I have sought to reconstruct lost filmic texts
with recourse to their archival traces. I have collated synopses, discussions, reviews and stills
from contemporary film catalogues, from prominent trade journals such as The Moving
Picture World (1907-1919), The Bioscope (1908-1932) and The Kinematograph and Lantern
Weekly (1907-1919), and from fan magazines such as Variety (1905-present) and Photoplay
(1911-1980).

As Charles Musser has observed, “exhibition poses a particular problem for the
historian. No records survive for many, perhaps most, of the screenings that occurred in this
early era. Tracing and assessing them is extremely difficult, and conclusions must be
couched in tentative terms” (Emergence 9). These challenges notwithstanding, in recent
years, early cinema scholarship has turned its attentions increasingly towards detailed
investigations of particular exhibition and reception contexts. New archaeologies of regional
film history have sought to uncover where and when particular films were screened, the
specifics of live performance practices (such as lecturers and musical accompanists), and

what the responses of contemporary audiences in these instances might have been.?

22 In my analyses of films released in both Britain and the US, T have sought to account for variations in
representation, exhibition and distribution where relevant, whilst also highlighting their shared interests in the
particular medical, cultural and economic discourses under discussion. There are considerable differences in
the size and operations of British and American film industries in the first two decades of the twentieth century.
Charles Musser notes that US production figures and the growth of new cinema spaces during Nickelodeon
boom exceeded comparable expansions in Europe. See The Emergence of Cinema: The American Screen to
1907, Vol. 1, University of California Press, 1994, p. 489.

23 Recent examples of such audience-based scholarship include: Denis Condon’s work on exhibition and
reception practices in Ireland (e.g. see Condon, Early Irish Cinema 1895-1921, Irish Academic Press, 2008),
research by Chris O’Rourke on the history of cinema exhibition in London, (see London’s Silent Cinemas,
University College London, www.londonssilentcinemas.com), the AHRC-funded project “Early Cinema in
Scotland, 1896-1927”, led by Professor John Caughie at the University of Glasgow (see The Early Cinema in
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Although I have made efforts to search for and include such details wherever possible, a
thorough investigation into the reception contexts of the films discussed, likely to involve
extensive research in local archives located in both Britain and the US, lies beyond the scope
of this project. In the absence of such empirical data, what is clear nonetheless is that
contemporary responses to the early films I discuss are likely to have exceeded any singular
intention on the part of the filmmaker or exhibitor. Cinema’s growing popularity during the
first quarter of the twentieth century attests to the unique reach and appeal of this particular
medium. Filmmakers and audiences during the silent period are a heterogeneous category,
comprising various socioeconomic groups and perspectives. The relatively low cost of entry
to the pictures ensured the accessibility of film to a broad demographic, including female
and working-class audiences, as well as ethnic minorities. Diverse audiences brought with

them multifarious — and often unpredictable — interpretations of filmic content.?*

Key secondary materials and thesis positioning in relation to these

Research focusing on the topic of energy in relation to the human body in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries is limited. Anson Rabinbach’s 1990 study The Human Motor:
Energy, Fatigue and the Origin of Modernity represents one of the few book-length studies
in this area. Rabinbach argues that during the Second Industrial Revolution, “energy” was
newly-defined as a technical concept; one that corresponded more closely than it had
previously done with a definition as “the power of doing work”.>> Drawing on Marx’s
theorization of the relationship between the body and the mechanisms of capitalism,
Rabinbach investigates the energy of the body in relation to the mode and conditions of
economic production from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. For Marx, the new

economic order resulted in the displacement of “labour” (a purely descriptive term referring

Scotland Research Project, University of Glasgow, www.earlycinema.gla.ac.uk ) and The Sounds of Early
Cinema in Britain project led by Dr Julie Brown at Royal Holloway, University of London, 2008-2016,
projects.beyondtext.ac.uk/soundsearlycinema.

24 Miriam Hansen, for example, notes that early fight films, aimed primarily at male audiences, found
popularity with female spectators for a different reason. See Hansen, “Adventures of Goldilocks: Spectatorship,
Consumerism, and Public Life”, Camera Obscura, vol. 8, no.1 22, January 1990, pp. 50-72. Film historian
Luke McKernan’s website picturegoing.com is an ongoing survey reproducing eyewitness testimony of
viewing pictures, from the seventeenth century to the present day.

2> The Second Industrial Revolution, or “Technological Revolution” (c.1870-1914) evolved from the
industrial revolution begun in the eighteenth century. Driven by scientific and technical progress in the steel
and chemical industries and in communications, it was also defined by new energy technologies such as the
internal combustion engine and electricity. See Andreas Killen, “The Second Industrial Revolution”, in The
Fin-de-Siecle World, edited by Michael Saler, Routledge, 2014, pp. 45-58.
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to the activity of work) by “labour-power” (an ideological construct denoting an individual’s
capacity to perform that work). Representing a corporeal energy economy of expenditure
and replenishment, labour-power, according to Marx, “becomes a reality only by its exercise;
it sets itself in action only by working”. With this work, “a definite quantity of human
muscle, nerve, brain &c., is wasted, and these require to be restored” (Marx 167). Drawing
on Marx’s analysis, Rabinbach argues that a new ideology of labour — one rooted in scientific
scrutiny of the chemical and physiological mechanisms of muscular energy — emphasized
the productive power of the body as a “human motor”, which would power economic
progress. Rabinbach outlines the ways in which this logic of “modern productivism” sought
to systematize bodily capacity in the service of greater productivity and informed new

strategies and experiments in medical science and economic management.

Rabinbach’s book offers a rich account of labour practices during a period of
accelerated economic and social change, tracing the “emergence of energy as the universal
principle of work™ (9) as it operated across the worlds of medicine, physiology and the
European political economy. However, this account focuses predominantly on scientific,
economic and philosophical sources, and does not consider discourses surrounding bodily
energy, labour-power and modern productivism as they extended across a broad range of
written and visual cultural materials at this time. This thesis therefore inherits Rabinbach’s
identification of the body as the site of potential and applied energies in the context of
industrial capitalism, but works to uncover the cultural dimensions of this history across a
wider base of primary sources. It argues that a study of bodily energy that encompasses both
scientific and cultural forms can offer a richer understanding of the variety of agents and

audiences which registered, reproduced and reimagined ideas and practices in this area.

Carolyn Thomas de la Pefia’s The Body Electric: How Strange Machines Built the
Modern American is the only major study since Rabinbach’s The Human Motor to have
approached the history of the body in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with a
specific interest in the topic of “energy”. Thomas de la Pefia’s primary interest in the
technologies of energy enhancement governs her overall thesis that this “popular enthusiasm
for physical gadgets” reflected a broader epistemological process through which new forms
of power were appropriated and familiarized through their intimate connections with the
human body (2). She therefore argues that practices of energy enhancement involving
muscle machines, electrical devices and radium treatments co-opted the body into the
progress of modernity, directly connecting “unbridled technological optimism and industrial

plenty” with the possibility of “full physical development” (3) and naturalizing habitual
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interactions between humans and machines. Whereas Thomas de la Pefia’s book analyzes
encounters between the body and re-energizing medical technologies within the American
context, this thesis brings the medical and commercial histories of “energy cure” gadgets
into critical conversation with a broader range of cultural materials, including literary and
filmic fictions from both Britain and the US. In so doing, it situates such innovations and
treatments as part of a broader spectrum of discourses surrounding corporeal regeneration,
considers their ideological dimensions, and reveals the ways in which they were critically
and creatively reimagined across a wider range of forms than those covered by Thomas de

la Pefia’s enquiry.

Cultural materials occupy a more prominent role in Tim Armstrong’s study
Modernism, Technology and the Body: A Cultural History, than in the accounts offered by
Rabinbach and Thomas de la Pefia. Armstrong dedicates chapters of his book to bodily
economies of electrical, caloric and seminal energies, tracing the links between specific
medical theories and literary texts. His close-readings of modernist novels by canonical
writers including W.B. Yeats, Henry James, Gertrude Stein, Dorothy Richardson, T. S. Eliot
and Ezra Pound elucidate a “literary metaphorization of the body” informed by medical and
technological modernity (19). More recently, Anna-Marie Zwierlein has considered the
importance of discourses surrounding energy and productivity to the study of ageing during
this period. In her essay “‘Exhausting the Powers of Life: Aging, Energy and Productivity
in Nineteenth-Century Scientific and Literary Discourses”, Zwierlein highlights the
influence of conceptualizations of “vital force” on both scientific and cultural perspectives
on ageing. She suggests that “energy”, understood as “the power of doing work”, was “the
leitmotif in an idealized, bourgeois version of old age throughout the nineteenth century”
(48) and emphasizes its rhetorical power in discussions of ageing across scientific,
journalistic and literary sources. Armstrong’s attentiveness to the ways in which discourses
of energy are textually inscribed, and Zwierlein’s topical interest in energy and old age, both
inform my own more expansive exploration of bodily energies in popular print culture and
in silent film. Exploring and problematizing “energy” as a term and concept deployed in a
wide range of contexts, my own project examines economic, medical, social and cultural
investments in particular corporeal characteristics, and their ideological synergies and

divergences.
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Methodology

Interdisciplinarity

Gillian Beer has suggested that “there are particular kinds of cultural story that
interdisciplinary work uncovers, stories which otherwise would lie latent or unconcealed”
(Forging 1). This thesis approaches its topic through an interdisciplinary methodology in
order to tell a particular story about widespread interest in corporeal energy across its chosen
period. Juxtaposing and comparing primary and secondary sources typically categorized
within distinct disciplinary remits (History of Medicine, Labour History, Literary Studies,
and Film Studies), it opens up new perspectives across each of these areas and reveals
previously undetected connections between them. This approach has illuminated previously
unexplored associations across subject areas — those as apparently diverse as labour
management, vagrancy laws, anti-ageing treatments and early comic cinema. My aim has
been to illustrate the extensive scope of discourses on the topic of bodily energy and the
lively interactions between the different contexts that informed these and the forms that

represented them.

The British Academy’s recent investigation into opportunities for, and barriers to,
interdisciplinary research in the humanities and social sciences has underscored the capacity
of this approach to produce more nuanced forms of knowledge. Rather than promoting
“rigorous demonstration of cause and effect”, it suggests, interdisciplinary research can
facilitate efforts to “understand society as a complex system of physical, technological,
environmental, social, economic, political and cultural processes and feedback loops”
(Crossing Paths 22). Such an approach, with the potential to expand and deepen critical
understanding of both historical and contemporary periods, is both pertinent and exigent in
relation to the study of science and culture. Gowan Dawson has observed that historians of
science “have increasingly contested the commonplace view of science as a grandiose
system of objective rationality that simply ‘discovers’ self-evident and timeless truths”.
Consequently, these same historians of science, argues Dawson, are now entering into
productive dialogue with scholars from across the humanities to explore the ways in which
science is “to some extent, culturally conditioned” (303). Meanwhile, growing numbers of
literary critics are incorporating scientific and medical materials and contexts into their

analyses of fictional forms.?® Scholarship on the nineteenth century continues to feature

26 For an overview of literary scholarship engaging with science in this way, see Martin Willis, Literature
and Science, Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. In addition, the Journal of Literature and Science, founded in 2007,
invites essays on the subject of literature and science, broadly defined, incorporating scholarship on a range of
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prominently in this regard. In a widely discussed article published recently in the Journal of
Victorian Culture, the historian Peter K. Andersson invited fellow literary scholars of the
period to engage more substantively with diverse theoretical perspectives and cultural
materials, including the historiography of science, labour histories and visual forms.
Applying the methodological procedures of literary studies and film studies — that is,
rigorous textual analysis anchored in close readings - with a historicist emphasis on medical

and scientific contexts, this thesis heeds that call.

Cultural materialism

Raymond Williams has drawn attention to “culture” as a perpetually dynamic process,
comprising a series of stages, rather than a homogeneous or static term. He offers three
categories for describing the forces at play at any one historical moment in shaping a culture:
the “residual”, “the emergent” and “the dominant” (Marxism and Literature 121-127). The
“emergent” denotes the “new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships and
kinds of relationship” that are “continually being created” in culture-as-process, but which
circulate within it alongside more established (“residual”) or ideologically-enforced
(“dominant”) elements (Marxism and Literature 123). This tripartite model is useful
inasmuch as it circumvents yet another binary model which emphasizes the primacy of
hegemonic forces. “Emergent” ideas can relate to their existing “residual” or “dominant”
counterparts unevenly, from a position of mobility as opposed to fixity, so that “it is
exceptionally difficult to distinguish between those which are really elements of some new
phase of the dominant culture...and those which are substantially alternative or oppositional
to it: emergence in the strict sense, rather than merely novel” (Marxism and Literature 123).
Williams” account therefore allows for the “contradictions and unresolved conflicts” of these
processes, proposing that “it is at the level of a whole culture that the crucial interrelations,

including confusions and conflicts, are really negotiated” (Marxism and Literature 118).

In accordance with William’s analysis, I have deliberately avoided the temptation
to weave a narrative of “resistance” throughout this thesis, told only by cultural forms
selected and analyzed for the ways in which they have disputed or subverted dominant
discourses. Instead, I have sought to accommodate the traffic of residual, emergent and

dominant ideas and to highlight some of the key characteristics of these discursive

literary forms and artistic endeavours, including the novel, short fiction, poetry, drama, periodical literature,
visual art, sculpture, radio, film and television. www.literatureandscience.org.
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operations. As such, I consider primary materials in their multivalence, and acknowledge
instances when they “renewed, recreated, defended and modified” the “lived hegemony”
(Marxism and Literature 112). In ideological terms, the cultural forms examined in this study
register various degrees of scepticism and enthusiasm in their shaping of specific ideas. In
some cases, they expose unorthodox science and social prejudice, and in doing so, challenge
dominant scientific, social, commercial and industrial discourses. At other times, they are
complicit in the reinforcement, reification and perpetuation of those residual or dominant

elements. On a number of occasions, they do both.

By seeking to demonstrate the ways in which cultural practices are bound up with
systems of power operating through institutional, economic, social and commercial
mechanisms, my account of bodily energy in medicine and culture takes a cultural materialist
approach. It also shares this methodology’s sensitivity to issues of marginality and omission,
encompassing, where feasible and relevant, the histories of working-class and lower-middle-
class individuals alongside those of the middle- and upper-classes. In combining these
histories with analyses of gendered roles, narratives and representations, I seek to show that
medical and cultural discourses relating to bodily energy operated across both social
hierarchies and gender categories. In doing so, however, I seek to identify and narrate the

particularities of each.

The ideological dimensions of the History of Medicine

Interdisciplinary approaches can be particularly instrumental in tracing the traffic of residual,
emergent and dominant ideas described by Raymond Williams as they operate in the area of
science and culture. Sara Wasson has noted the attentiveness of cultural studies of medicine
to “dangers inherent within institutional discourses, marginalisation of disempowered
demographics, and the often corrosive effects of capitalist pressures on medical practice”
and its important work in identifying the “paradoxes, inconsistencies and ambiguities”
associated with this (3). With this in mind, I turn attention here to some of the key
institutional developments in medicine during the period covered by this study, and to their

ideological dimensions.

Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, significant advances were

made in Britain and the US in the fields of bacteriology, immunology, physiology, pathology
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and surgery.?’ Clinical practice became increasingly specialized, as medical learning was
divided into separate spheres, and practitioners sought to become expert in certain branches
of knowledge and treatment. By the turn of the twentieth century, the fields of psychiatry,
neurology, gynaecology, paediatrics, obstetrics and gerontology were all formed, and others,
including radiology and endocrinology, were also beginning to be recognized (Bynum 191-
96). The number of practitioners increased in line with a growing population, and hospitals
and other treatment facilities expanded accordingly. With the growth of the profession came
changes to its administration and regulation. The American Medical Association was
launched in 1847, with goals in scientific advancement, standards for medical education, a
programme of medical ethics and improved public health (“The Founding of the AMA™).
The British Medical Association (BMA), founded in 1856, played a key role in the
establishment of the General Medical Council two years later, which organized a medical
register and sought formal distinctions between qualified and unqualified practitioners (7ext
of the Medical Act 1858). However, despite progress in the professionalization of medicine,
enterprising opportunists were still able to negotiate the boundaries of “legitimate” medical
knowledge through their own practices. The Medical Act of 1858, for example, did not
inhibit unorthodox practitioners from offering remedies whose efficacy was not proven, but
merely prevented them from falsifying their training and qualifications. Fully qualified
medical professionals who operated on a fee-paying basis thus continued to face challenges
from a range of other practitioners offering alternative — and often cheaper — forms of
treatment. This business in patent medicines was boosted by the expansion of the
pharmaceutical industry, which marked the beginnings of large-scale manufacture and

distribution of chemicals for therapeutic purposes (Bynum 164-8).

With the growth of commodity capitalism, the distinctions between orthodox
medicine, unorthodox medicine and quackery became increasingly difficult to draw.
Charlatans, mountebanks and opportunists operated a vast trade in patent medicines and self-
medicating therapies, which encouraged patients to bypass medical consultation altogether
and administer their own treatments. Some of these alternatives, offered variously by
chemists, pharmacists and homeopaths, would be categorized quite firmly as “alternative”
therapies by current standards, including naturopathy (herbal remedies), hydropathy (water

cures) and mesmerism (hypnotism). Yet others of specific relevance to this thesis, such as

27 'W.F. Bynum observes “striking similarities between Britain and the United States in the varieties of
medical practice, medical institutions and medical competition” at the end of the nineteenth century. See
Science and the Practice of Medicine in the Nineteenth Century, Cambridge UP, 1994, p. 199.
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electrotherapy (discussed in Chapters Two and Three), and later, “rejuvenation” therapies
(explored in Chapters Five and Six), occupied a liminal space between legitimate science
and pseudoscience. The fact that a range of orthodox and unorthodox practitioners alike
endorsed these two particular forms of treatment testifies not just to the financial temptations
of the medical marketplace, but to a climate of uncertainty surrounding concepts of energy
and their relationship to the human body. It was within this climate, so central to the enquiries
that follow, that practices such as electrotherapy and rejuvenation emerged, shaped by
hypothetical and imaginative formulations generated collectively by medical professionals,

quacks, and the wider public.

Foucault’s account of the history of medicine as a narrative of institutional power
exercised over individual bodies has been influential here: it has led to a critical awareness
that although the interest of the medical sciences has primarily been focused on alleviating
human suffering and curing disease, it has also been historically complicit in wider economic
and political agendas (Foucault 1973). Clinical discourses have been one of a number of
“disciplinary controls of activity”. These “belonged to a whole series of researches,
theoretical or practical, into the natural machinery of bodies; but they began to discover in
them specific processes” so that “behaviour and its organized requirements gradually
replaced the simple physics of movement” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 156). Medicine,
then, has produced new somatic knowledge shaped by particular ideologies. In its account
of the “energy” of the human body, this thesis identifies medicine’s discursive complicity
with contemporary economic agendas and its embeddedness in hegemonic structures. At the
same time, it does not position medicine-as-institution solely in antagonistic opposition to
the individual subject or to counter-cultural discourses. To “describe the shadow side of

medicine” is not to deny that “medicine is also a thing of light” (Wasson 3).

Thesis structure

The thesis is divided into two parts, each comprising three chapters. In Part I, I analyze
discussions and representations of the human body as the site of “arrested” energies.
Chapter One cxplores three categories of corporeal energy impairment: fatigue,
neurasthenia (nervous exhaustion) and idleness. From the 1870s onwards, physical
exhaustion was subject to new scientific scrutiny and experimentation. It was also
medicalized within the category of “neurasthenia”, a condition defined by lack of nerve force
which became a common diagnosis across Europe and the US. Discussions surrounding
fatigue and neurasthenia within the labouring classes were commonly accompanied by
debates surrounding idleness. Here, I examine two specific formulations which connected
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idleness directly to the indiscipline of the manual labourer — underwork and vagrancy —
tracing their manifestations in medical writing, newspapers and periodicals, government
legislature and silent film. In examining the categories of fatigue, neurasthenia and idleness
together, I emphasize their shared ideological purpose: to problematize forms of corporeal

inactivity.

Chapter Two explores two disciplinary solutions to the crisis of labour-power
created by these forms of corporeal inactivity. The first section addresses the widespread
popularity of electrotherapy treatments which targeted the fatigued and neurasthenic body,
purporting to restore its internal energies through supplementation with external electric
force. It brings scholarship on medical electricity from the History of Medicine into
conversation with cultural histories, examining the shared ways in which medical,
commercial and cultural forms exhibited widespread fascination with — and speculation
about — electricity’s effect on human physiology. The second section of this chapter
investigates cultural materials pertaining to the practices of Taylorism, an economic
philosophy of bodily motion which advertised its empiricist basis in physiological science
as the index of'its credibility. The rationalized movements of the labouring body it prescribed
promised not just the elimination of fatigue, but a new means of engineering bodily energies
which, according to its advocates, would be in the interests of both labour and capital. The
final section of this chapter recalls the discursive construction of the idle vagrant outlined at
the close of Chapter One, analyzing the appropriation of the tramp’s unprofitable bodily

energy through new legislation designed to put the tramp population to work.

Chapter Three draws upon the medical and economic practices outlined in the first
two chapters to examine the ways in which a selection of cultural forms registered and
reworked discourses on arrested energies. Here, I focus predominantly on early cinema as a
creative space in which the disciplinary agendas of electrotherapy, Taylorism and anti-
vagrancy legislation were playfully remade according to the generic conventions of the
cinematic medium. My analyses converge on a number of early short comic fiction films
released in Britain and the US between 1907 and 1911 in which the depleted energies of
neurasthenics, “slow-workers” and tramps are restored through electrical stimulation. These
films registered the discursive formulations of arrested bodily energies explored in Chapters
One and Two, but they did not blindly reproduce them. Instead, their playful satirical visions
of malfunctioning electrical technologies and frenzied labour constitute an aesthetic of

energetic excess. The electrified subjects of these films are not characterized by passivity or
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impairment, nor by purposeful activity. On the contrary, their anarchic physiological

dynamism undermines symbolic authority and temporarily disrupts the social order.

Where Part I examines the “arrested” energies of the body, together with a number
of strategies for, and visions of, corporeal regeneration, Part II considers the
conceptualization of old age as a condition of “expended” energy and focuses on medical
“rejuvenation” treatments which promised to restore the physical function and social value
of senescent individuals. Chapter Four explores contemporary attitudes towards the
productive and reproductive limitations associated with ageing. It integrates analyses of
medical research on senescence with social and economic debates surrounding senile
sexuality and the roles of older men and women in industrial society. I interweave these with
close-readings of selected literary forms which variously registered and reformulated these

narratives.

Chapters Five and Six offer analyses of “rejuvenation” as both scientific treatment
and cultural fantasy and emphasize the ways in which these practices and representations
were informed by contemporary gender ideologies. In the first quarter of the twentieth
century, “rejuvenation” was used to refer to a variety of medical practices which sought to
retard or reverse the ageing process and restore the body’s energy and vitality. The
development of rejuvenation drugs and surgeries for ageing bodies generated huge media
and cultural interest in both Britain and the US. My analysis situates rejuvenation in relation
to the economic interest in a youthful, able-bodied workforce, the social devaluation of old
age, contemporary gender formulations and the accelerated growth of commodity culture. I
argue that the understudied cultural phenomenon of rejuvenation offers significant new
perspectives on the intersections of science and culture, and ageism and sexism, at the turn

of the twentieth century.

The Afterword evaluates continuities and discontinuities across each of the six
chapters and discusses some further directions for research emerging from this study. |
emphasize the importance of future scholarship that engages with the conceptual metaphor
of bodily energy and related discourses of work, fatigue, ageing and rejuvenation, together
with the pressing need to map these ideological currents as they operate in the neoliberal

present.
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Part I comprises three chapters. Together, these illustrate a widespread concern with the
body as the site of arrested energy, and the ideological strategies which sought to liberate
this energy.

Chapter One, “Arrested Energies”, examines three discursive categories from
the period and their foundations in anxieties about the incapacitation and immobilization
of potentially-productive bodies. Physical inactivity, brought on by fatigue, neurasthenia
and idleness, was narratively conceptualized in ways which emphasized the availability
and desirability of new solutions to such inactivity. Chapter Two, “Galvanized Energies”,
explores some of these solutions, examining the intersection of medical, scientific and
economic agendas in three disciplinary regimes which targeted the human energy deficits
identified in Chapter One. The first section addresses the widespread popularity of
electrotherapy treatments which targeted the inactive body, purporting to restore its
internal energies using external electric force. The second section investigates the
regulation of the body’s energies according to the practices of Taylorism, an economic
philosophy of bodily motion which advertised its basis in physiological science as the
index of its necessity. The third and final section of Chapter Two recalls the discursive
construction of the tramp as idle pariah outlined at the close of Chapter One. It considers
the appropriation of unprofitable corporeal energies through new legislation compelling

the tramp population to physical labour.

The contextual analyses of Chapters One and Two form the necessary
background for my readings of a selection of early short fiction films in Chapter Three,
titled “Disruptive Energies”. My analyses converge on a number of films released in
Britain and the US between 1907 and 1911 which feature the comical acceleration of
fatigued, “slow-working” and idle bodies through electrification. I identify early cinema
as a creative space in which the disciplinary agendas of electrotherapy, Taylorism and
anti-vagrancy policies were remade according to the early and evolving generic

conventions of the new medium.
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Chapter One

Arrested Energies

“With this characteristic dejectedness of the degenerate, there is combined,
as a rule, a disinclination to action of any kind, attaining possibly to

abhorrence of activity and powerlessness to will (aboulia).”
— Max Nordau, Degeneration, 1895, p.20

“The energetic man, other things being equal, wins in the race for money,
fame, usefulness; in this world every man receives practically full pay for the
net average of his abilities. This is nature's law; no legislation avails for its

repeal.”

—J.J. Stevenson, “Is This a Degenerate Age?”, 1902, p.488

Degeneration

At the turn of the twentieth century, anxieties about biological and social decay pervaded
Europe and the US. The publication of Max Nordau’s Degeneration in 1892 epitomized
intensifying concerns across the last decades of the nineteenth century about national
decline and societal collapse.! Degenerationist thinking represented a particular set of
fears intimately connected to biological ideas. Conceived as an embodied phenomenon,
it found explicit expression in concerns about the deficient health of the average citizen.
It emerged from the conditions and politics of modernity, informed by encounters with
bodies deemed to be physiologically impaired or inferior: those clustered in urban slums,
those found to be unfit for national service and those overwhelmed by the stresses and
stimulations of modern life. The broad appeal of Nordau’s book was rooted in its
integrative aspect: the publication announced degeneration as a medical, social and
cultural disorder, identifiable in the physical character of the human body and the output

of its labours. Nordau had previously trained as a physician, and drew on contemporary

! The English translation of Nordau’s book, published in 1895, ran to seven editions in six months. See
“Degeneration by Max Nordau”, The British Library, www.bl.uk. For more on the general popularity and
controversy it generated, and its US reception in particular, see Linda L. Maik, “Nordau’s Degeneration:
The American Controversy”, Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 50, no.4, Oct-Dec 1989, pp. 607-23.
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medical discourses of fatigue and nervous exhaustion to offer his account of social
change.” It suggested that fatigue generated a “depression of vitality”, which in turn

contributed to the prevalence of neurological disorders (37).

For Nordau, degeneracy presented a moral challenge as much as a medical one.
In the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter, Nordau identifies a particular type of
inactivity characteristic of the contemporary degenerate: one dually defined as an
impairment of the body and of the will. He cites “an enormous increase in organic
expenditure” as a dominant element of industrialized modernity: “To speak without
metaphor, statistics indicate in what measure the sum of work of civilized humanity has
increased during the half-century.” Humanity, he observes, has “not quite grown to this
increased effort”, but become “fatigued and exhausted” (39, 40). At issue here are the
“dejectedness”, “disinclination”, “abhorrence” and “powerlessness” of individual men

and women to contribute in meaningful ways to collective progress. Body and mind,

Nordau argued, had been unable to keep pace with economic and social change.

The embeddedness of an economic agenda within the language of medical
science in Nordau’s book is representative of a more widespread correspondence between
the discourses of economics and of medicine during this period. Addressing the question
“Is This a Degenerate Age?” in the American magazine Popular Science Monthly in 1902,
the geologist J. J. Stevenson struck a more positive note than Nordau, emphasizing the
social and economic value of “the energetic man”, who, “other things being equal, wins
in the race for money, fame, usefulness” (see second epigraph, above). This energy is
remunerated in mercantile advantage: “in this world every man receives practically full
pay for the net average of his abilities.” Under the new economic order “the small
shopkeeper, who idled for half the day waiting for chance customers” would be displaced
by his “energetic rival”: in the dynamic free market of life, proactivity would supplant

passivity (488).

In their assessments of depleted corporeal energies, and the necessity of their
restoration, Nordau and Stevenson’s texts form part of a broader set of discourses from
the last three decades of the nineteenth century and the first two decades of the twentieth
century which shared a common concern with inactive and underactive bodies. This

chapter investigates discussions and representations of three particular conditions of

2 “Nordau earned a medical degree and became a practising physician.” See George L. Mosse,

Introduction: Max Nordau and His Degeneration, Degeneration, University of Nebraska Press, 1993, pp.
xiii-xxxvi (p. xiii).
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inactivity: fatigue, nervous exhaustion, and idleness. These conditions of somatic energy
depletion were incompatible with modern productivism, which required the co-ordinated
mobilization of bodily energies to power the progress of civilization. Existing scholarly
accounts have tended to treat the histories of fatigue, neurasthenia and idleness separately.
Here, I analyze their interrelationships and affinities as constructed categories of
“arrested” corporeal energies to illuminate the scale and diversity of disciplinary regimes
seeking newly purposeful and appetitive bodies at this time. From the mid-nineteenth
century onwards, the physiological and psychological causes of the body’s inhibited
energies were subject to intensified scrutiny in a range of written and visual materials.
The diminution of corporeal force implied in each case was conceived as a temporary
state, remediable through scientific, commercial and legislative intervention. In the
sections below, I trace the ways in which forms of medical enquiry, cultural production
and social policy were shaped by an economistic logic® — one rooted in a thermodynamic
conceptualization of the human body and its capacity for as-yet unrealized feats in the

application of its vital powers.

Fatigue

Publishing in the Lancet in 1875, George V. Poore, Assistant Physician at Charing Cross
Hospital, London, identified fatigue as a topic of growing concern within the medical
profession. An inevitable consequence of work, and a ubiquitous phenomenon, fatigue,
wrote Poore, manifested in various forms: “general” or “local”, “acute” or “chronic”. He

described the state of “acute local fatigue” as “loss of power”:

By too frequent or too prolonged stimulation the irritability of muscular tissue
becomes exhausted, and it either refuses to respond or responds feebly to the
stimulus of the will; our power of adjusting the force of contraction to the act
to be accomplished is lessened, and accuracy of movement and delicacy of

co-ordination become impossible (163).

Poore observed that this temporary loss of functionality represented a particular problem
with regard to the management of work and repose. Left unchecked, in its chronic form,

fatigue represented “the prelude of definite and recognisable degenerative changes”

3 Tom Lutz has pointed to “certain discourses at a national level which might be called economistic
discourses, because of their economic rhetoric and logic”. Lutz identifies neurasthenia as one such
discourse, in so far as “one of its functions was to address fears of economic upheaval and create the sense
of (or the desire for) the economic ‘well-being’ conductive to a consumption economy”. See Tom Lutz,
American Nervousness, 1903: An Anecdotal History, Cornell UP, 1991, xi-xii.
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(163). Poore’s taxonomy of fatigue represented one of a growing number of medical and
scientific publications on overwork and exhaustion published from the 1870s onwards.
Initial studies explored fatigue primarily in relation to muscular work and its connections
to metabolic processes and the measurable demands of a particular task.* From the turn
of the century onwards, however, this interest expanded. Fatigue was conceived along the
twin axes of physiology and psychology, its causes and effects located in an indistinct
combination of physiological and neural processes. Rabinbach notes that by 1900, “the
U.S. Surgeon General’s index listed more than one hundred studies of muscle fatigue, in
addition to numerous studies of ‘nervous exhaustion’, ‘brain exhaustion’, ‘asthenia’ and

‘spinal exhaustion’ (20).

Informed by a thermodynamic perspective, fatigue was widely understood as the
exhaustion of the body’s energy supplies. This was the biological correlative to the
principles of universal entropy, which stated that although the quantity of energy in a
given system neither increased nor decreased, a portion of that energy became unavailable
through its continuing operations. The loss and waste of bodily energy identified within
this model was inimical to the new economic emphasis on unrestricted activity,
augmented productivity and boundless progress. The regularization of labour practices
throughout the nineteenth century marked the beginning of a new systematic emphasis
on human task performance, and placed the labouring body under unprecedented
pressures. Drawing on evidence from Royal Commissions, government reports and social
critiques of working practices in nineteenth-century Britain, A.J. Mclvor has shown that
by the turn of the twentieth century, “industrial fatigue — a state of overstrain or
exhaustion resulting from excessive work not being balanced by adequate rest and
exhibiting itself primarily in diminished personal capacity for doing work” was “widely
prevalent” (724). The Report of the Interdepartmental Committee on Physical
Deterioration to the British parliament in 1904 identified “over-fatigue” as a consequence
of the nature and conditions of factory work, and of health issues associated with poverty.
It recommended “a strictly scientific enquiry” into its “physiological causation and
effects” (87). Industrial demand for labour-power conceptualized fatigue as a negative

state, understood primarily in terms of energy deficiency and operational shortcomings.’

4 See, for example, John Hughes Bennett, Text-Book of Physiology: General, Special and Practical,
James Thin, 1872.

> Hockey’s wide-ranging study The Psychology of Fatigue: Work, Effort and Control (Cambridge UP,
2013) offers a theory of fatigue as a physiological and psychological mechanism triggered in response to
externally-imposed demands.
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Emerging scientific and medical literature accordingly considered fatigue as a
combinatory failure of physiology and willpower: both a legitimate representation of “the
horizon of forces or energies within the body” — that is “the physiological limit of even
the most perfectly executed work™ — and as a state of intractability; “the chief sign of the
body’s refusal to bend to the disciplines of modern industrial society” (Rabinbach 39,

118, 38).

In 1904 — the same year that the British parliamentary committee issued its report
and recommendations on “over-fatigue” — a seminal study of fatigue by the Italian
physiologist Angelo Mosso was translated into English and published simultaneously in
Britain and the US. As one of the most extensive investigations undertaken into the
phenomenon, the publication of La Fatica (Fatigue) indicated the co-opting of the
physiological sciences in the economistic drive to regulate bodily energies. Yet, in its
assessment of the causes and mechanisms of fatigue, Mosso’s study also attests to the
discursive complexity of the participation of science and medicine in disciplinary
management of the human body as an industrial resource. Mosso conceptualizes fatigue
as “resistance to work” (92), and the primary interest of his study is in the quantification
of expended energies.® However, he does not identify fatigue as a purely negative state.
Instead, he emphasizes its function as a kind of biological safety mechanism which
inhibits the possibility of total debility, noting that “The fatigue increasing more rapidly
than the amount of work done saves us from the injury which lesser sensibility would
involve for the organism” (156). Fatigue, Mosso argues, thus represented a useful alert to
the legitimate boundaries of the body’s capacity for work; the point beyond which

external demands on the continuing application of its energy would prove damaging.

Mosso identified a number of factors determining the level of fatigue in any
single individual, including lifestyle, diet, sleep and mental state (94). Yet, he also
devoted two sections of his study to explicit economic critique, placing the intensified
demands of modern industry in inverse proportion to physical health. The increasing
velocity of industrial machines, he observes, has defined an acceleration of the means of
production with which the worker must keep pace: “man is condemned to follow them

without a moment’s rest, because every minute wasted consumes time which is worth

¢ In his experiments, Mosso used an instrument of his own design called an “ergograph”, to “measure
exactly the mechanical work of the muscles of man and the changes which, as the effect of fatigue, may be
produced during the work of the muscles themselves”. See Fatigue, G.P. Putnam's Sons / S. Sonnenschein,
1904, pp. 83-88.
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money” (171). Mosso argued that bodily energies remained crucial to the interests of both
capital and welfare, and called for independent scientific research “free from all
preconceptions whether political, humanitarian, or social” (172-73) to navigate the
prevailing productivist vision of accelerated work-rates on the one hand, and the very real
possibility of “a gloomy future...full of the most grievous fatigue” (169) on the other.
Mosso’s text is unusual in the overt connections it makes between fatigue and modern
productivism. But the confidence it expressed in the vincibility of fatigue under the
empiricist investigations of science was a characteristic of another predominant
conceptualization of arrested energies during this period: neurasthenia, or nervous

exhaustion.

Neurasthenia

In April 1880, the American neurologist George M. Beard pronounced “neurasthenia” to
be a new diagnostic category.” The following year, he published a volume on the topic
titled American Nervousness: Its Causes and Consequences, this time aimed at a
readership beyond the scientific sphere (iii-iv). Derived from the Greek, it referred to a
“lack of nerve-force” (vi) and according to Beard, represented “the most frequent, the
most important, the most interesting nervous disease of our time” (xi). Beard observed
the increase in the number of cases of nervous exhaustion since the mid-nineteenth
century (20), and insisted on the somatic basis of the disorder, which in turn, he claimed,
adversely affected the mind (17). The expansive range of symptoms Beard outlined
within this diagnostic category clearly distinguished it from the condition of muscular
debility with which the condition of fatigue was primarily associated by Poore and Mosso.
This catalogue included; headaches, insomnia, localized pains, heart palpitations,
involuntary muscle spasms, convulsive movements, cramps, impotence and urinary
incontinence, together with the more subjective conditions of “mental irritability”,
“hopelessness” and “fear of society” (American Nervousness 7). Between 1870 and 1910,
an estimated 330 articles were published on neurasthenia in America by a total of 250

physicians (Schuster, Neurasthenic Nation 36). Beard defined the disorder primarily as a

7 Schuster cites the two publications published in April 1869 which claimed the discovery of

neurasthenia as a new disease: Beard’s ‘“Neurasthenia, or Nervous Exhaustion”, Boston Medical and
Surgical Journal, vol. 80, April 1869, pp. 217-21 and Edwin H. Van Deusen’s article “Observations on a
Form of Nervous Prostration, (Neurasthenia), Culminating in Insanity”, American Journal of Insanity, vol.
25, no. 4, April 1869, pp. 445-61. See Neurasthenic Nation: America's Search for Health, Happiness and
Comfort, 1869-1920, Rutgers UP, 2011, pp. 7-8 and note 2, p.168.
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condition affecting the American population, whilst suggesting that the epidemic of

nervousness was also extending into Europe (American Nervousness 14).2

Medical interest in the clinical characteristics of nervous illness has a long
history — the symptoms of physical and mental exhaustion described in American
Nervousness were not new.” But neurasthenia represented a unique discursive
formulation of fatigue within the medical and cultural imagination. It was articulated
according to contemporary instantiations of class, race and gender bias, and mutually
produced by physicians, patients and a range of media and cultural materials. By 1894,
the preface to a new edition of Beard’s Practical Treatise on Nervous Exhaustion
reflected the pervasiveness of the concept across medical and cultural spheres.

“Neurasthenia”, it reflected, “is now almost a household word” (3).

As conceived by Beard, neurasthenia was as much a social commentary to
explain observed phenomena as it was a medical category. Chapter Five of American
Nervousness, entitled “Physical Future of the American People”, registered the
extraordinary influence of discourses surrounding evolution, race and degeneration,
together with the scale of claims made about supposedly-depleted corporeal energies.
Here, Beard’s rhetoric identified neurasthenia not just as an index of individual physical
health, but as the measure of a successful civilization. His prognosis for the American
nation bears the hallmarks of an energetic paradigm operating in the service of an
economistic narrative. Beard expressed the opinion that “the physical future of the
American people has a bright as well as a dark side” (ix). According to his progressive
vision, the “typical American of the highest type” would learn to apply his own energy in
the most efficient way possible: “with more of wiriness than of excess of strength, and
achieving his purposes not so much through the amount of his force as in wisdom and
economy of its use” (346). Like the contemporary scientific assessments of physiological
fatigue in the context of work practices, Beard’s concept of neurasthenia operated

according to a thermodynamic understanding of the body’s chemical and nervous

8 Although the number of British publications dealing explicitly with the disorder was far outweighed
by those circulating in the US, Simon Wessely has drawn attention to the correspondence columns of the
British Medical Journal and the Lancet as an indication that neurasthenia “was certainly being discussed
and diagnosed” in Britain. “Old Wine in New Bottles: Neurasthenia and ME”, Psychological Medicine,
vol. 20, no.1, February 1990, pp. 35-53 (p. 48). Notable publications on neurasthenia by British physicians
include: Thomas Stretch Dowse, On Brain and Nervous Exhaustion: “Neurasthenia”, its Nature and
Curative Treatment, Bailliére, Tindall, and Cox, 1880 and Thomas Dixon Savill, Clinical Lectures on
Neurasthenia, 3" Ed., H.J. Glaisher, 1889.

° See E. Hare, “The History of Nervous Disorders from 1600 to 1840, and a Comparison with Modern
Views”, British Journal of Psychiatry, vol. 159, no.1, July 1991, pp. 37-45.
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energies which held effective management of these forces as the key to individual welfare

— and thereby to collective regeneration.

Beard’s publication anticipated Nordau’s exposition on the condition of late
nineteenth-century Western civilization by more than a decade, yet the two texts shared
the same combination of diagnostic pessimism and prognostic optimism.!® Both also
identified the centrality of the human body to regenerative projects. In Britain, an
Editorial piece on American Nervousness published in The Times picked up the thread of
Beard’s theory, situating the ongoing epidemic of neurasthenia within a broader narrative
of industrial progress which placed renewed emphasis on the functionality of bodily
mechanisms. “When the progress of civilization calls for the performance of a new
function, whether it be of body or mind”, the article concluded, “a new engine must be
gradually provided for the purpose” (“We Published on Wednesday” 7). The passive
phrasing of this final line functions as an invitation to new forms of corporeal
regeneration, though the question of agency — that is to say, who, or what, would
“provide” this — is unclear. Meanwhile, Nordau framed a necessity for corporeal
regeneration within an irresistible narrative of evolutionary progress. His prognosis for
humanity emphasized the potential of the self-modifying body: “As long as the vital
powers of an individual, as of a race, are not wholly consumed, the organism makes
efforts actively or passively to adapt itself, by seeking to modify injurious conditions”
(540). Future prosperity would be driven by the “organic capacity” of the regenerate man

(550).

Alongside discussion and theorizations in the medical press, and in popular
science publications, a growing literature on nervous exhaustion emerged in a diverse
range of forms, including short stories, novels, diaries and autobiographies.'! Margaret
Cleaves’ The Autobiography of a Neurasthene, published in 1910, demonstrates the

extent to which the rhetoric of re-energization pervaded both medical and personal

10 The final book of Degeneration, titled “The Twentieth-Century”, offers suggestions for rectifying

current problems (University of Nebraska Press, 1993, pp. 536-60).

1 Representations of nervousness and neurasthenia in nineteenth-century American and British fiction
by writers including Charlotte Bronté, Kate Chopin, Wilkie Collins, Theodore Dreiser, George Eliot,
William James, Henry James, Edith Wharton, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, George Gissing and Thomas
Hardy, have been discussed by Lutz in American Nervousness; in Janet Oppenheim’s “Shattered Nerves”:
Doctors, Patients and Depression in Victorian England, Oxford UP, 1991, in Schuster, “Personalizing
Illness and Modernity: S. Weir Mitchell, Literary Women, and Neurasthenia, 1870-1914”, Bulletin of the
History of Medicine, vol. 79, no. 4, Winter 2005, pp. 695-722, in Schuster, Neurasthenic Nation and in Jane
Wood, Passion and Pathology in Victorian Fiction, Oxford UP, 2001.
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understanding of the embodied state of exhaustion. George W. Beard’s estimation that
his fellow physicians made up approximately one-tenth of the clientele he treated for
neurasthenia (Practical Treatise on Nervous Exhaustion 111), and his own self-
identification as a sufferer, illustrate the complexity of the discursive forces which
governed categories of health and illness during this period. If, as Foucault has argued,
medical authorities have been the chief “investors” and “transmitters” of “the
mechanisms of power that frame the everyday lives of individuals” (Discipline and

Punish 77), then their own agencies have not been inviolable.

In her autobiography, Cleaves, a New York-based doctor, recounted her
experiences with neurasthenic symptoms throughout her life, observing that the condition
brought patients — herself included — “face to face with life’s most interesting problem,
the conservation of energy” (9). Cleaves attributed the “travail and anguish” of sufferers
to the “complete exhaustion of their stored-up energy and temporary inability to function
as generators of energy” (19). Such a state, she wrote, is often reached through the
“tremendous expenditure of energy in meeting the requirements of professional work”
(22). Marked by the “stern sense of duty” characteristic of her “Puritan ancestors”
however (59), Cleaves adhered to a work ethic expressed in terms of the purposeful
application of bodily energy. “Energy that is usefully directed usually is productive of
good”, she argued, “but energy that is permitted to run to waste or to follow lines of least
resistance as in the mountain torrent, may be and usually is productive of mischief to a
greater or less extent” (154). Throughout her autobiographical account, nervous debility
features as an interim condition within a broader narrative of willed corporeal
transformation. The human nervous system is a hub of quiescent energies awaiting
renewal. “There is a residual energy in the neuron”, she reasons, “which has not yet
undergone complete degeneration that may by appropriate stimulation and education be
aroused to activity” (196). Cleaves’ account registers the optimism of the broader
discursive projects of regeneration within which it is embedded — those which identified
bodily energy as a new economic resource to be judiciously harnessed. Her observation

that “nerve energy may be stored, transmitted and recorded” expresses the physician’s

commitment to the replenishment of the body’s vital forces through close management

and control (208).

A number of studies investigating the medical and social histories of

neurasthenia in both the US and British contexts have suggested its distinctiveness as a
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category of exhaustion defined by, and applied to, the middle and upper classes.'? Such
criticism has illustrated its usefulness in legitimizing the physical inactivity of the leisured
classes, whilst disregarding “specific abuses in the living and working conditions of the
masses” (Oppenheim 103).!* Beard’s work provides the foundation for this reading. In
American Nervousness, he distinguished between “brain-workers” on the one hand and
“muscle-workers” on the other (202). “Brain-workers” was a label he applied to a
professional and managerial demographic broadly defined as “scientists, physicians,
lawyers, clergymen, orators, statesmen, literati and merchants” — overworked middle-
class professionals of the sort exemplified by Margaret Cleaves. “Muscle-workers” he
categorized as “those classes who live mainly by routine and muscular toil”, comprising
“mechanics, artisans, laborers, etc.” Contrary to the logic implied by his emphasis on the
somatic basis of neurasthenia as “a physical, not a mental state” (4merican Nervousness
202-203, 196, 17), Beard made the surprising revelation that it was brain-workers, not
muscle-workers, who were the most susceptible to neurasthenic illness. The causes of
neurasthenia he identified reflected this demographic orientation: the technological
advances of the periodical press and the telegraph, he argued, along with the progress of
science and new “civil, political, religious, social and business” agendas, combined to
create new physical and psychological pressures. Beard’s assessment of industry-related
fatigue thus occluded the labouring bodies of “muscle-workers”, emphasizing instead the
strain of economic competition faced by brain-workers exposed to “sources of anxiety”
associated with “enhanced...risks of business” within the expanding operations of

agriculture, manufacturing and trade (American Nervousness vi, 116).

12 Neurasthenia has received considerable critical attention to date. Barbara Sicherman and D.G.

Schuster both emphasize the usefulness of neurasthenia’s diagnostic elasticity, which legitimated both the
subjective experience of the patient and the authority of the physician in managing this. See Sicherman,
“The Uses of a Diagnosis: Doctors, Patients and Neurasthenia”, Journal of the History of Medicine and
Allied Sciences, vol. 21, no. 1, 1977, pp. 33-54 and Schuster, Neurasthenic Nation. F.G. Gosling’s 1987
quantitative study of how the concept was taken up within the American medical community considers the
332 articles published on the topic between 1870 and 1910 and demonstrates the diversity of patients under
the diagnosis. See Gosling, Before Freud: Neurasthenia and the American Medical Community, 1870-
1910, University of Illinois Press, 1987. Meanwhile, research focused on Britain has explored the etiology
of neurasthenia as part of a broader language of nervous disorders in Victorian and Edwardian Britain
(Oppenheim, “Shattered Nerves”), and the participatory role of professional medicine in its formulation:
Chandak Sengoopta, “‘A Mob of Incoherent Symptoms?’ Neurasthenia in British Medical Discourse, 1860-
19207, in Cultures of Neurasthenia from Beard to the First World War, edited by Marijke-Gijswijt Hofstra
and Roy Porter, Rodopi, 2001, pp. 97-116.

13 Similarly, Lutz argues that “Neurasthenia helped some newly upper-class Americans, swelling from

the wealth created by industrialism and expansion, accept a leisure class at odds with the still-dominant
work ethic” (p.25).
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Gosling, Sicherman, and Schuster (Neurasthenia Nation) have each drawn upon
medical case-records to offer more nuanced class-based analyses which suggest that
neurasthenia gradually extended beyond the demographic parameters initially established
by Beard in the 1880s. This scholarship indicates that by 1900, neurasthenia was a
common diagnosis in working-class patients treated in medical colleges, outpatient
clinics and state hospitals in the US, including those in San Francisco, Boston City and
Massachusetts.'* My own account of neurasthenia across the three chapters of Part I in
this thesis emphasizes the role played by contemporary popular science and popular
culture in facilitating this expansion. Analyses of neurasthenia which pay attention to the
ways in which nervous exhaustion was conceived and perpetuated in the medical and
cultural imagination can enrich understanding of neurasthenia’s appeal and currency to

“muscle-workers” as well as “brain-workers”.

Writing in the British magazine The Contemporary Review in 1895, the
physician T. Clifford Allbutt dismissed the belief that neurasthenia solely afflicted brain-
workers as “the prepossession of consultants occupied with the middle and upper classes
of society” (741). Allbutt’s revisionist assessment was echoed a few years later in a series
of lectures on the topic given at the Paddington Infirmary and the West End Hospital by
Thomas Dixon Savill, consulting physician to the West End Hospital for Diseases of the
Nervous System. Savill drew on the work of the French neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot
to suggest explicit connections between neurasthenia and the drudgery of the labouring
classes, observing that “With physical fatigue, poverty and the constant anxiety to make
both ends meet, one finds a combination which is as potent a factor in the production of
nerve-exhaustion as the purely brain work of professional or business men” (129).
Charcot himself had previously insisted on the widespread prevalence of neurasthenia
across class boundaries: “Il ne faut pas oublier d’autre part que I’hérédité nerveuse n’est
pas I’exclusif privilege des grands de la terre: elle exerce son empire sur la classe ouvriere
comme partout ailleurs” (ix). “Les grands” could not claim nervous exhaustion for their
own: “la classe ouvriere”, too, he suggested, suffered from this very same pathological

nactivity.

First published in 1899, Savill’s lectures proved so popular that a fourth edition

was released to meet continuing demand a decade later (“Dr. Thomas Dixon Savill”). A

14 Schuster’s case study of Cooper Medical College in San Francisco focuses on surviving medical
records indicating that working-class outpatients were treated for nervous disorders. See Neurasthenic
Nation, pp. 87-90.

47



Vital Forms Chapter One: Arrested Energies

letter in The Times the year after this reprint was published suggested that whilst debates
about the causes of nervous disorders might be ongoing, their effects were indeed felt
across the whole social spectrum: “Without attempting to decide whether mental labour
or manual is the more likely to lead to nervous breakdown...the fact remains that nervous
exhaustion, true ‘neurasthenia’, does frequently occur among manual labourers” (“Rest
Cures for the Poor”). By the turn of the century medical and popular perceptions of
neurasthenia as a pathological energy deficiency encompassed the labouring classes, as
well as the leisured, and included both physical and mental fatigue. As initially applied
to the middle classes, neurasthenia represented the acceptable face of physical inactivity
as a medical condition, rather than a deficiency of will. However, the extension of the
diagnosis to encompass the labouring classes corresponded with renewed discursive
emphasis on idleness. The arrested energy of the industrial worker was increasingly

attributed to a moral deficiency, rather than to genuine somatic illness.

Idleness

In his overview of formulations of idleness in religious, political and philosophical
writings throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Rabinbach places the
discourses of idleness and fatigue in inverse proportion, arguing that by the turn of the
twentieth century, idleness had been gradually supplanted by the new scientific and
medical formulations of diminished labour-power (35). His insistence on “the
disappearance of idleness” (25) however, does not account for the surge in debates and
discussions on the topic across a range of popular medical and cultural materials
published in Britain and the US in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In
fact, idleness did not recede from public discourse during this period. It acquired a new
moral and social coding as a cognate of fatigue: one which highlighted its incongruity
with the new value accorded to industriousness. Contrary to Rabinbach’s assessment, the
continuity and discursive evolution of idleness are particularly visible in two formulations
which connected it directly to the discipline of work: underwork (including malingering),

and tramping.

Underwork

That neurasthenia primarily offered a means of rationalizing the incapacities of modern
“brain-workers”, as opposed to “m